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(54) Method and apparatus for automatic e-mail response to a third party 



(57) An electronic mail network, comprising a plural- 
ity of nodes or computer stations, permits an E-mail mes- 
sage originator to control down stream routing of the 
message. The system enables the sender of a message 



to specify which addresses should automatically be set 
when a recipient of the message replies to or forwards 
the message. 
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Description 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to the field s 
of electronic mail (E-mail) systems and, more particu- 
larly, to a method of automatically sending a recipient's 
E-mail message to a third party. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION w 

The proliferation of electronic office systems has 
created a need for exchanging and storing information. 
One reason for this proliferation is the popularity of E- 
mail networks. Electronic mail networks permit a network is 
of communicating users to transmit documents (e^text, 
graphics, facsimile, voice, etcj from one user to another. 
It is well known in the art that many of the text and word 
processors used for this purpose are implemented using 
a family of popular processor chips manufactured and 20 
marketed by Intel, Motorola, and others. 

When E-mail is sent, the recipient often replies to 
the note, and the destination address field for the reply 
is automatically filled in with the address of the originator. 
However, the originator often wants the recipient to reply 25 
to a third party. Thus, a method is needed to allow auto- 
matic addressability by the recipient to that third party. 
As used herein, the term "downstream recipient" refers 
to any such third party recipient. 

An E-mail item generally comprises two essential 30 
parts: (1) the content, the information one is trying to 
communicate to recipients, and (2) attributes, for exam- 
ple in a heading. Attributes includes such things as the 
identification of recipients, the date the E-mail message 
was created, timethatthe message was sent, the sender 35 
or originator, a title or name for the message, and other 
information about the document that the recipient may 
be interested in. Such attributes are normally sent with 
the E-mail message as a profile, and may be referred to 
herein as an Interchange Document Profile (IDP). 40 

In the past, the Interchange Document Profile that 
has been provided by all vendors has failed to provide a 
capability for an originator to dictate subsequent routing 
for any document sent. Carbon copy recipients have 
been specified but this falls short of providing multi-stage 45 
routing. Thus, there remains a need for a method and 
system for automatic routing of electronic mail to sender- 
selectable third parties. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION so 

The present invention enables the originator of an 
E-mail distribution to specify one or more recipients in a 
reply addressf ield as the destination whenever the recip- 
ient replies to the note. For example, User A sends a note ss 
to User B and designates User C in the reply address 
field. In the note, User A asks User B to reply with an 
answer to the Purchasing Department (User C). User B 
reads the note, then selects the reply function. The sys- 
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tern then automatically fills in the reply destination 
address field with User C, since User A knew that User 
C was the appropriate contact in Purchasing. 

The present invention further provides the ability to 
prevent a FORWARD or RESEND option thereby making 
a REPLY the only available option that can be selected 
by a recipient. An originator of a message may also spec- 
ify a set of recipients in a desired recipient list (e.q.. COP- 
YLIST. PRIMARY RECIPIENT LIST, BLIND COPY LIST, 
fifcL) depending on the option (e.g. . FORWARD, 
RESEND, REPLY) that a recipient performs. Thus, the 
IDP automatically fills a (third-party) recipient list that is 
contingent upon the routing option selected by a recipi- 
ent. 

In addition, the originator may automatically be 
included in the reply address field, as well as a third party 
addressee. Any valid address or distribution list may be 
used in the reply address field. The present invention is 
equally applicable to a telephone environment, where 
User A leaves a message on User B's phone system, eta 
These and other objects and features of the present 
invention will be immediately apparent to those of skill in 
the art. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

For a more complete understanding of the present 
invention and the features and advantages thereof, ref- 
erence is now made to the Detailed Description in con- 
junction with the attached Drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a schematic diagram of a network system 
in which the present invention may find appli- 
cation. 

Fig. 2 depicts a display screen or window called up 
by a user when he wishes to review the mes- 
sages in his E-mail In Basket. 

Fig. 3 illustrates an example of a display screen or 
window presented to an originator of an E- 
mail message. 

Fig. 4 illustrates an example of a display screen or 
window presented to a recipient of an E-mail 
message. 

Fig. 5 is a logic flow diagram for the method of out- 
going mail distribution for specifying third 
party addressing in accordance with the 
present invention. 

Fig. 6 is a logic flow diagram for outgoing mail dis- 
tribution for specifying a reply to the sender's 
message. 

Fig. 7 is a logic flow diagram for outgoing mail dis- 
tribution for specifying the Forward option. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

With reference now to the figures, and in particular 
with reference to Figure 1, there is depicted a pictorial 5 
representation of a data processing system 8 which may 
be used to implement the present invention. The data 
processing system 8 may include a plurality of networks, 
such as Local Area Networks (LAN) 10 and 32, each of 
which preferably includes a plurality of individual com- 10 
puters or computer stations 12 and 30, respectively. A 
plurality of Interactive Work Stations (IWS) coupled to a 
host processor may be used for each such network. 

As is common in such data processing systems, 
each individual computer may be coupled to a storage is 
device 1 4 and/or a printer/output device 1 6. One or more 
such storage devices 14 may be used, in accordance 
with the method of the present invention, to store appli- 
cations or resource objects which may be periodically 
accessed by any user within data processing system 8. 20 
In a manner well known in the art, each such application 
or resource object stored within a storage device 14 is 
associated with a Resource Manager, which is respon- 
sible for maintaining and updating all resource objects 
associated with the Resource Manager. 25 

The data processing system 8 may also include mul- 
tiple main frame computers, such as a main frame com- 
puter 1 8, which may be preferably coupled to Local Area 
Network (LAN) 10 by means of communications link 22. 
The main frame computer 1 8 may also be coupled to a so 
storage device 20 which may serve as remote storage 
for LAN 1 0. Similarly, LAN 1 0 may be coupled via a com- 
munications link 24 through a subsystem control 
unit/communication controller 26 and a communications 
line 34 to a gateway server 28. The gateway server 28 35 
is preferably an individual computer or Interactive Work 
Station (IWS) which serves to link LAN 32 to LAN 10. 

As discussed above with respect to LAN 32 and LAN 
1 0, resource objects may be stored within storagedevice 
20 and controlled by the main frame computer 18, as 40 
resource manager for the resource objects thus stored. 
Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the main 
frame computer 18 may be located a great geographic 
distance from LAN 10 and similarly LAN 10 may be 
located a substantial distance from LAN 32. That is, LAN 45 
32 may be located in California while LAN 10 may be 
located with Texas and main frame computer 1 8 may be 
located in New York. 

In known prior systems, when a user at an individual 
computer 12 or 30 (the sender or originator) composes so 
an E-mail for distribution to one or more other individual 
computers 12 or 30 (the recipient(s)), the E-mail system 
automatically generates a reply attribute that dictates 
that reply to the original message will be directed to the 
sender or originator. However, this is not always the wish ss 
of the sender. Indeed, the sender may want to direct 
responses to the E-mail message to a variety of third- 
party recipients. The present invention provides such a 
capability. 
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Any party on an E-mail network may at any time 
request to see the list of electronic documents that are 
in his In Basket. Figure 2 depicts an example of the type 
of list that would be presented upon such a request. As 
shown, the list comprises four columns. The first column 
identifies the sender. The second column identifies the 
document label or a short description of the document. 
The third column defines the document type while the 
last column lists the date of the document. 

The last line on the screen lists the functions of the 
function keys as a reminder to the terminal user. The sec- 
ond row of the screen lists the various options that are 
available to the end user when the screen is displayed. 
For example, a user may view a selected document by 
moving a horizontal highlighting bar on the screen to the 
line listing the desired document and then typing V, the 
first letter of the View command. 

Figures 3 shows an example of a menu presented 
to a sender in setting up the IDP and the text of the mes- 
sage that he wishes to send. Figure 4 depicts an example 
of a similar menu presented to a recipient of such a mes- 
sage. 

Figure 5 depicts the presently preferred logic flow for 
setting up the profile information so that when a message 
arrives at the recipient's In Basket it behaves correctly. 
Figure 6 depicts logic flow when a recipient has opted to 
Reply to the distribution. Finally, Figure 5 similarly 
depicts the logic flow of the present invention when a 
recipient selects the Forward option. Together, the 
method depicted in Figures 5, 6, and 7 permit a sender 
to specify addresses that will automatically appear 
should the recipient resend, forward, or reply to the mes- 
sage or note that is sent and automatically makes 
addresses appear in the right places. 

As used herein, the term "reply" is used to refer to 
the process of answering an E-mail message in which 
the message being answered is not retained with the 
answer. In other words, a recipient prepares a reply and 
this reply is all that the subsequent recipients receive. In 
contrast, as used herein the term "forward" is used to 
refer to the process of answering an E-mail message in 
which the message being answered is retained intact 
with the text prepared by the recipient. In other words, 
third party recipients (or the original sender) receives the 
original message as well as the first recipient's text 
together. Finally, as used herein, the term "resend" not 
only includes the originator's text and the recipient's text, 
but it keeps all messages appended to it (not just the 
message immediately preceding it), and it permits the 
editing of the text of the entire message string, as well. 

Now referring to Figure 5, a user selects the option 
for specifying third party addressing in step 50. Once 
third party addressing is selected, the system displays 
the menu to the user in step 52. If the user does not opt 
to select third party addressing, the system proceeds as 
in the prior art for any response from the recipient. 

Once third-party addressing is selected, the menu 
displays three options, as shown in Figure 3, including 
Reply Addresses, Forwarding Addresses, or Quit. The 
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interface demonstrated by Figure 3 may have been 
arrived by a variety of well known methods when inter- 
facing to Figure 2. Figure 3 only demonstrates the inter- 
face of subject to the present invention. Other options 
and/or controls may have been integrated with Figure 3 
in a particular mail system. 

At this point, the system must wait for user input in 
step 54. If the user opts to set up reply addresses in step 
56, the user next specifies/manages the receiving sys- 
tem's override of automatic reply addressing in step 58. 
The user may specify individual explicit addresses, nick- 
names later resolved to addresses, or distribution lists. 
Distribution lists may include, for example, all managers 
at a particular level in a business organization, or mem- 
bers of a particular task force to which the message per- 
tains. Then, the user is provided with the opportunity to 
specify some automatic copy addresses in step 60. This 
is another feature of the present invention, in which the 
originator is provided with the opportunity to select a pre- 
viously prepared list of recipients in the third party 
addressing mode, which will depend on actions of the 
recipient of the message. 

Next, the system in step 62 determines if any 
addresses are currently specified. If the user has so 
specified, that IDP attribute is automatically placed on 
the mail item. Then, if addresses have been specified, 
the user (originator) is then given the opportunity, if he 
chooses, to tailor the address list or modify any attribute 
in the IDP in step 64. 

If no reply or forwarding addresses have been spec- 
ified, the process continues with step 66 to determine if 
any copy addresses (which require no action by a recip- 
ient) have been specified. If any copy addresses have 
been specified, the system provides the user to modify 
any attribute on the distribution IDP in step 68. 

When this is complete (H any) or if no addresses 
have been specified, the process is done. 

Returning to step 56, if the user does not select any 
reply addresses, he is asked to set up forwarding 
addresses in step 70. If he has none, the process offers 
the option to quit in step 72. If the user is not ready to 
proceed with drafting and sending a message (i.e., he 
may wish to further specify routing of the message), then 
the menu of Figure 3 is once more displayed in step 52. 
Otherwise the process terminates. If the user chooses 
to set up forwarding addresses, then step 74 provides 
the user the opportunity to specify/manage the receiving 
system's override of automatic forward or resend 
addressing. Resend is a form of forwarding. The process 
then continues with step 60 as previously described. 

In summary, the process of the present invention as 
shown in Figure 5 sets up attributes on the IDP so that 
when the mail item is received, it will behave correctly, 
enabling the recipient with an automatically set recipient 
list for subsequent sending of the mail item. 

Figure 6 depicts the logic flow for the method of the 
present invention at the recipient's station if the IDP 
directs the Reply function. The recipient has received a 
mail item. He calls up the window depicted in Figure 2, 



reads the mail item, and determines that the message 
calls for a reply. In known systems, the sender's (origi- 
nator's) address automatically gets plugged into the 
"reply to" field in the IDP. In such a system, the recipient 

5 drafts a reply and, when he sends it, the message auto- 
matically gets routed back to the originator. 

Inthepresent invention, once a user has determined 
that a message requires a reply in step 80, the process 
in step 82 checks the IDP to see if it has the "reply to" 

to override (selected by a sender.in step 50, Figure 5). If 
the sender did not select third party addressing, the proc- 
ess continues in step 84 as in the prior art previously 
described. The process simply specifies the sender as 
the primary address field. If the IDP indicates third party 

15 addressing (Le,, reply override), the process in step 86 
automatically updates the IDP to place the addresses 
specified by the original sender as the primary address 
field. Visual confirmation of changes is presented to the 
user. The process next checks the IDP again to detect 

20 specified open or blind copy address in step 88. If so, 
process automatically updates the IDP in step 90 to set 
up the list of copy addresses. Visual confirmation of 
changes is presented to the user. Finally, the process 
continues in step 92 with E-mail distribution with the third 

25 party routing seamlessly handled by the present inven- 
tion. 

As previously described, the Reply function does not 
relay any of the text from the originator's message. How- 
ever, in the Forward function shown in Figure 7, the orig- 

30 inal message is kept and new text is added to it. The 
Forward function depicted in Figure 7 also shows the 
logic flow for the Resend function, since Resend is con- 
sidered an editable form of forwarding. 

The logic flow depicted in Figure 7 is similar to the 

35 logic flow of Figure 6. As before, the user in step 94 deter- 
mines that the Forward function is called for. Steps 96 
and 98 check the IDP for specified addresses and steps 
102 and 104 automatically fill in the fields in the IDP 
appropriately as previously specified by the user in Fig- 

40 ure 5. 

The principles, preferred embodiment, and mode of 
operation of the present invention have been described 
in the foregoing specification. This invention is not to be 
construed as limited to the particular forms disclosed, 
45 since these are regarded as illustrative rather than 
restrictive. Moreover, variations and changes may be 
made by those skilled in the art without departing from 
the spirit of the invention. 

so Claims 

1 . A method of routing a message in an electronic mail 
system comprising the steps of: 

55 a. displaying, in a window on a display screen, 

a menu including a plurality of user selectable 
action items, each action item representing a 
function; 



4 



EP 0 721 268 A2 



b. displaying in the window a user selectable 
function defining at least one reply address; 



allowing the sender of the mail distribution to specify 
one or more downstream recipients. 



c. displaying in the window a user selectable 10. The method of claim 9 wherein the downstream 
function defining at least one forwarding 5 recipients comprise copy-list recipients, or primary 
address; and 



d. providing to the user the option of selecting 
between reply addresses and forwarding 



2. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps 



a. transmitting a message from a userto a recip- w 



b. automatically directing a response to the 
message from the recipient to the user, or to an 
address other than that of the user. 

3. The method of claim 2 further comprising the step 
of providing to the recipient the opportunity to edit 
the message from the user. 

4. An electronic mail system comprising: 

a. a plurality of computer stations coupled 
through a communication network; and 

b. an operating system for control of electronic 
mail from one of the plurality of computer sta- 
tions, the operating system including originator 
selectable means of sending a message from 
the originator to a recipient, the operating sys- 
tem further including originator selectable 
means of specifying the relay of the message 
from the recipient to a computer station other 
than that of the originator. 

5. The system of claim 4 further comprising means for 
directing that a response by a recipient be automat- 
ically routed to the originator, or be automatically for- 
warded to a list of third-party recipients selected by 
the originator, the response by the recipient includ- 
ing the message sent by the originator. 

6. The system of claim 5 further comprising means for 
editing originator's message by the recipient. 

7. The system of claim 4 further comprising means for 
directing a message to a preselected copy list. 

8. The system of claim 7 further comprising means for 
editing the preselected copy list. 

9. In a data processing system, a method of electronic 
mail routing comprising the steps of enabling the 
generation of a mail distribution by a sender and 



11. The method of claim 9 further comprising the step 
of automatically filling in the addresses of down- 
stream recipients upon generation of a reply to the 
distribution, or upon generation of a forward to the 
distribution, or upon generation of a resend to the 
distribution. 

12. An electronic mail subsystem in a data processing 
system comprising means for generating a mail dis- 
tribution by a sender and means for specifying the 
relay of the mail distribution to one or more down- 
stream recipients. 

13. The electronic mail subsystem of claim 12 wherein 
the downstream recipients comprise copy-list recip- 
ients, or primary address recipients. 

14. The electronic mail subsystem of claim 12 further 
comprising means for automatically filling in the 
addresses of downstream recipients upon genera- 
tion of a reply to the distribution, or means for auto- 
matically filling in the addresses of downstream 
recipients upon generation of a forward to the distri- 
bution, or means for automatically filling in the 
addresses of downstream recipients upon genera- 
tion of a resend to the distribution. 
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